In 1853 the American Congress offered $100 000 to the discoverer of ether. A little later in the same year Dr James Esdaile of Perth, Scotland, reminded them that painless surgical operations had been performed under mesmerism in his hospital in India before ether was thought of and that he, personally, had performed nearly 300 operations in this way. Esdaile was to play a major role in the story that follows.
On 29 October, 1791, John Elliotson was born; the son of a wealthy Southwark druggist. He trained at Edinburgh and Cambridge Universities, graduated in medicine and became, successively, assistant physician, clinical lecturer and full physician at St Thomas's Hospital. In 1831 he was elected professor of the Practice of Medicine at the new London University and was occupied with starting a hospital to be associated with the new project. The North London Hospitallater University College Hospitalwas opened in 1834 and Elliotson was appointed senior physician. He was a good experimenter and a skilful doctora Fellow of the Royal Society and of the Royal College of Physicians. Many of the famous men of the day were his friends and Thackeray dedicated 'Pendennis' to him. He was attracted to the study of the mind and phrenology and helped found the Phrenological Society of London.
He first became interested in mesmerism after watching an Irishman, Chenevix, at work at St Thomas's; although not fully c-onvinced, he published these experiments in the London Medical and Physical Journal. In 1837 Dupotet, a French mesmerist, after an indifferent reception at the Middlesex Hospital began working with him at the North London Hospital. In April 1837 they started mesmeric treatment on 18-yearold Elizabeth O'Key, who was suffering from 'hystero-epileptic' attacks. Her sister, Jane, also took part in mesmeric experiments. Elliotson published the results and his lectures on the subject in The Lancet: a lively correspondence followed! Many famous people attended public demonstrations of mesmerism at the Hospital -Charles Dickens among them. But Elliotson and his surgical colleague Robert Liston had been at loggerheads for some time and these public demonstrations did nothing to narrow the breach between them.
The medical committee met in June 1838 to prohibit the public demonstrations in the hospital, but proper medical experiments were not forbidden.
Elliotson believed animal magnetism or mesmerism to be a definite physical force transferable from one body to another; that mesmerized persons were clairvoyant; and that metallic nickel could induce a mesmeric state. In testing Elliotson's claim Wakley of The Lancet substituted lead for the nickel, produced the same effects and attacked Elliotson for dishonesty in The Lancet. By December 1838 mesmerism had been forbidden in the hospital and Elliotson resigned. His experiments and demonstrations continued; he became the leader of the mesmerists and in 1843 founded The Zoist (literally 'The Life-ist') -'a journal of cerebral physiology and mesmerism and their application to human welfare'. It was published quarterly from April 1843 to December 1855. Phrenology and mesmerism were related to social problems of the day. Housing, health, capital punishment, and criminology were some of the subjects dealt with in its pages. Herbert Spencer and Sir Richard Burton contributed. The latter boasted of his control over his wife and mesmerized her regularly to learn her secrets! Harriet Martineau cured a sick cow with mesmerism and reported the case! Phrenology was said to be useful in choosing prospective members of parliament! Perhaps most interesting are the reports of painless surgical operations. Jules Cloquet had performed a mastectomy under mesmerism in 1829 and in 1838 the first mesmeric operation in Great Britain had been the insertion of a seton into Elizabeth O'Key's neck, followed closely by amputation of a leg in a Nottinghamshire man. The sceptics were confounded by Elliotson's 'Numerous cases of surgical operations without pain in the mesmeric state' which gave full details of these cases and of dental extractions done similarly.
Section ofthe History ofMedicine
The second volume reported further surgical successes and cases of painless childbirth and the third volume reported cases from America. It may be these cases that Long was referring to in 1849 when he said that he redoubled his experiments with ether because he felt that mesmerism was not reliable enough.
The July 1845 issue reported Esdaile's first mesmeric operations from India. He had joined the East India Company in 1831 and become interested in mesmerism through accounts in various papers he had read whilst convalescing from a serious illness. In April 1845 he performed his first mesmeric operation on a convict described as a 'hog dealer'. This must have been very successful; the patient remained quite still whilst corrosive sublimate was injected into his hydroeele sac! Much encouraged, Esdaile went on to remove 'painlessly and satisfactorily' an extensive tumour of the maxillary antrum. Within a year he had 70 successful cases. Ten beds were set aside at the Calcutta Native Hospital for his use and in November 1846 a 'mesmeric hospital' was opened. The Professor of Surgery, R 0 Shaughnessy, showed some reserve in his first halfyearly report from the new hospital. Before his second report the news of ether anmsthesia reached India and mesmerism took second place. The hospital was closed in 1849 and Esdaile's chagrin and resentment can be imagined for he had performed a total of 261 painless major surgical operations under mesmerism. His appointment as Presidency Surgeon did nothing to revive his enthusiasm. He continued with his work and changed to using ether. He wrote:
'All mesmerists will rejoice at having been the means of bringing to light one truth more, especially as it will free them from the drudgery required to induce mesmeric insensibility to pain, which, although most striking, is the least important branch of the subject. It is only of late that the application of mesmerism to surgery has been prominently brought forward, principally with the view of affording an ocular demonstration of this great vital agent. But the great field for a display of its usefulness is in the treatment of medical diseases, where it often comes to our aid when all other resources have failed.' Mesmerism failed in surgery because ether and chloroform were better. This should be compared with Liston's 'This Yankee dodge, gentlemen, beats mesmerism hollow.' And he was also getting his own back on Elliotson! Esdaile retired to Scotland in 1851 to write his books 'The introduction of mesmerism as an anmsthetic agent in the hospitals of India' and 'Natural mesmeric clairvoyance with practical applications.' And from Scotland he made his claim to the American Congress. The last number of The Zoist, in December 1855, reported: 'The object for which the Zoist was undertaken is obtained, we have recorded all the doings of Dr Esdaile, and all the painless operations performed elsewhere up to this hour, so far as we know of them.'
The Manchester surgeon, James Braid, investigated Elliotson's claims in his 'Neurypnology' (1843) . The effects of mesmerism were shown to be purely subjective with no special 'influence' to be communicated to the patient. He called the abnormal 'sleep' produced 'hypnotism' and performed small operations with its help. This antagonism to their ideas led the mesmerists to found their own 'mesmeric hospitals' in Bristol, Dublin, Exeter and London.
In 1868 Elliotson died and an interesting chapter in the history of anesthesia was closedor almost. The pioneers of mesmerism in surgery showed that pain-free operations were not an incredible dream and they helped pave the way for the use of ether and chloroform. Even Liston must have performed surgical operations on mesmerized patients (v.s.). His daughter tells us that as early as 1836 James Young Simpson had certainly employed mesmerism in the treatment of insomnia and did not go further with the subject. There is no evidence that he used it in his obstetric practice.
Dr Mesmer's name had been associated with humbug and quackery. These early pioneers of mesmerism reawakened an interest in the subject and prepared the way for the study of its psychological and psychiatric significance in the latter part of the nineteenth century.
The following papers were also read:
The History of Cataract Surgery Mr P D Trevor-Roper (London) Hypnotism and Hysteria -A Historical Excursus on Charcot's Teaching Dr Richard Hunter (Friern Hospital, London Nil) 
